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1 I love being single


‘I love being single!’ I said, with such conviction I almost believed it myself. All of a sudden I was desperately trying to convince myself and the table of proud married mothers that I really, really loved my single life just the way it was, and had no desire to marry and/or breed, thank you very much. Until I’d arrived at the pub that night, it had pretty much been true.

It was two months after my twenty-eighth birthday and I was at my ten-year school reunion at the Hub in Bondi Junction, our stomping ground in our late teens. Back then it had been known as Jack’s Bar. I’d dreaded the night since the invitation had arrived and had spent the previous three months mentally scripting and planning the event. It was sure to be an unpleasant reminder of what school had been like. I’d been a self-conscious teenager who never really fit in – me being a Blackfella from La Perouse and the rest of the girls whitefellas from Vaucluse and Rose Bay. A triangular peg in a round hole, I used to say. I’d never felt skinny enough or pretty enough compared with the other girls.

I wouldn’t even have gone, if Dannie hadn’t almost physically dragged me along. I’d much rather have stayed away – or boycotted, as Bianca had put it. Bianca had better things to do, like ‘hanging out with her man’, she’d said. The three of us had remained friends after school, but Dannie was married now, Bianca had just got engaged, and me, well I was loving being single. We seemed an unlikely trio, but somehow we were mates.

I was now the head of the history department at a private Catholic girls school, living in a cool one-bedroom apartment full of sunlight at Coogee Beach, and I’d aged well compared to my old school buddies. I’d thought that would be more than enough to see me through the reunion with head held high, but within minutes of ordering my first gin and tonic, it was clear that my old classmates weren’t impressed. In their eyes, I was without the one key ingredient that determined success and true happiness: I did not have my Mr Right. I was the only one at the table who didn’t, but they made me feel like I was the only one on the planet. This time I was prettier and thinner than most, but they had all moved on. They had all joined the ‘club’ – the ‘I have a significant other and significant little others’ club.

The reunion was set up like a speed-dating event. Everyone was allocated a specific amount of time speaking to the person opposite them; when the time was up, one side of the table moved left to face someone new. The idea was to keep on doing this until everyone had the chance to catch up with everyone else. The conversations so far, though, had all been about wedding planners, floral arrangements, dress fittings, honeymoon locations and gift registries. I’d never had a bridal register, or a wedding planner, and with no similar experiences of my own to share or compare, I felt left out.

Now I sat opposite Estelle and just listened, sucking on the ice from the bottom of my first drink.

‘Excuse me, Alice,’ she said as she rearranged her rather bulky bra, ‘My nipples are killing me.’

‘What!’ I spat ice back into my glass. Was there a new dinner-table etiquette I was unaware of that meant it was okay to discuss sore nipples in public?

‘Still breastfeeding and my son just tugs on them.’

She put her whole hand in her bra.

‘Really…’ I didn’t know what else to say, but it didn’t matter. She continued right on.

‘At least the pain isn’t long term – not like stretch marks or the need to do pelvic floor exercises every day.’ Estelle grimaced and I guessed she was tightening her vag. It wasn’t a good look. Right at that moment I seriously loved being single: sore nipples, loose vaginas and stretch marks didn’t appeal to me at all.

I was bored already, and food wasn’t even in sight. I eavesdropped briefly on the conversation next to us.

‘I registered at Peter’s of Kensington – they do the best bridal baskets,’ I heard Louise say.

‘I was with DJs, but seeing as it was my second wedding, I wanted to keep it low key,’ Judi responded. I couldn’t believe these women were actually for real.

I love being single! had been my daily mantra for the last couple of years. Serial dating and short-term relationships suited me fine. My single life was great compared with the lives of some married women I knew. God knows the teachers at school who had kids always looked tired and were on the run all the time.

No-one I’d spoken to so far had seemed convinced by my I love being single! mantra, though. They’d responded only with ‘Of course you do!’ and ‘There’s absolutely nothing wrong with being single.’ But to me they sounded condescending and that got my back up. Within the first half-hour, all my insecurities about not being skinny or pretty compared to the other girls in the school grounds had come flooding back.

I should have taken note of my horoscope that morning: ‘Expect the unexpected! Remember your own value.’ Let’s face it, while I hadn’t expected to have a raging good time at the reunion, I sure as hell hadn’t expected to be tripping over my self-esteem because of it either. Aria’s Super Stars were nearly always right when it came to Leo predictions and I always, always relied on her words of wisdom to see me through the day, but today they weren’t providing me with enough positive affirmation to deal with the reunion.

Someone gave me the shove to move left again. I didn’t know whose idea the speed dating set-up was, but it was genius. I moved on, leaving Estelle’s sore nipples for someone else to soothe.

‘I love being single!’ I said to Linda, before she had the chance to talk about any part of her anatomy or any special exercise regime she might be following. I looked down at my cleavage. ‘And my nipples are fine.’ I thought I’d get in first. ‘No stretch marks, and I haven’t been too stretched downstairs either!’ I laughed.

Linda looked at me oddly, and asked, ‘How many kids have you got, Alice?’

‘None. I’m a bleeder, not a breeder,’ I said, half trying to be funny, half serious. Linda just smiled politely and showed me a couple of photos of her children. Admittedly, they were cute, but when she put her phone back down on the table, we looked at each other blankly. I hadn’t ever really thought about kids, not seriously. Not seriously enough to have a meaningful conversation with a mother about parenting, anyway.

Of course I’d dreamt about meeting Prince Charming and having a fairytale wedding. Most girls do. I’d started planning my wedding when I was only twelve and we’d had a mock ceremony in the street where I grew up. Richard Barker played the groom. He wore a school tie with his shorts and t-shirt and I wore a pink dress and a shower curtain on my head as a veil. Since then I hadn’t become Muriel by any means, but I had bought the odd wedding magazine over the years, just to look at the pictures, and I’d been to one or two bridal fairs. All women did, didn’t they? I called it research. I was a teacher; I liked to be organised. No-one wants to be running around at the last minute once the question has finally been asked. Yes, even single girls have bridal dreams occasionally. Women who say they’ve never thought about a fancy wedding are lying. Problem was I’d not given any thought to what would happen after the wedding. All I really wanted was a man. A wedding would be fun too. But married life? Not for me.

I was glad to get the nod from Jen, the class bossy-boots, to move on. ‘I think our time’s up, Linda. Pity…’ We both half smiled. Even if I only had to spend a short time speaking to every woman there, it was still going to be a struggle. I was beginning to feel inadequate: I was an intelligent, educated, capable woman, unable to make conversation, even basic small talk, with girls I’d spent six years at school with. Why didn’t we have anything to talk about?

Don’t get me wrong. It wasn’t as though I wanted to talk about current affairs all night – refugees, Indigenous health, peace in the Middle East – but some diversity would’ve been appreciated. Talking to Jen would be a welcome break. I’d loved having her in my Society and Culture class in senior years – she always brought something quirky to every discussion.

‘So Alice, I’ve been looking forward to speaking to you. You were always so political at school. I’ve just joined this new party, and I thought you might be interested in it.’ Thank god – Jen hadn’t changed at all. ‘Cool, which party? What’s its platform?’ I was already feeling more comfortable. Politics were a level playing field. Didn’t need kids to be political.

‘It’s the Family Party – we advocate for protecting traditional family values; the family is the most important thing.’ She rattled this off as though she was reciting the party line.

I nearly dropped my drink. Was I sitting with a mobster’s wife, a Scott Morrison fan, or just a lunatic?

‘So, what does the party think of same-sex marriages?’ I asked, baiting her.

‘They don’t endorse anything that’s not in the Bible.’

‘Female clergy, then – you always believed in equality for women in society.’

‘No, there are definite roles for men and women, and the clergy isn’t for both sexes.’

‘Abortion?’ I could tell I’d hit a nerve as Jen started to fidget. Her politics were bad politics, but she wasn’t an idiot. I’d thought if I made her say the words out loud she might see how ridiculous her position was, but she didn’t respond at all. She knew I knew the answer to this question already. It seemed even the political conversations tonight would be hijacked by notions of motherhood and womanhood and narrow definitions of family.

‘The party does support a Voice to Parliament Alice,’ Jen said almost proudly. ‘You’d appreciate that. I saw your insta reel about the referendum last week.’

So the party had one decent item on their agenda – their support for Blackfellas didn’t discount the fact that they were homophobic and sexist. Who’d want to work alongside that mob anyway? None of my friends would.

‘Why exactly did you join this party, Jen? You seemed so broad-minded at school.’ I was blunt.

‘Because my husband did, and I support his views. That’s what married life is about. Support and compromise.’ My stomach turned. Not only had Jen taken on extreme right-wing political beliefs, but she hadn’t even thought them through for herself. Or had she? Did she truly believe she had to adopt her husband’s views? If I married a guy whose political beliefs didn’t match mine – highly unlikely – I sure as hell wouldn’t be crossing the floor in the name of wedlock. I had to do a reality check. Was it 1950? Was I actually at Jack’s Bar listening to this? Had we all been taught the same things at school? If so, what had gone wrong? Was it me? Surely not!

I looked around the table for some answers and all I saw was a group of women who had lost their own sense of identity. They were all now known as Mrs Joe Bloggs or Mrs Sue Jones-Bloggs or Emily Bloggs’s mother. But they all seemed happy. Why was I so angry? Was it possible I was feeling envy?

As luck would have it, I was opposite Dannie next, and our entrees arrived, so I had some respite from trying to fit in. It was an opportunity to bone up on some birthing detail, too, before I had to move left again.

‘So, how many waters are there anyway?’ I whispered. ‘And what do you do if they break on a bus?’ Dannie – my only married friend – thought I was joking, but in all honesty, I had no idea what my old classmates had been talking about. Why would I? There’s an unrealistic expectation that every woman is maternal and is born to breed. Not me. I wasn’t maternal at all.

‘Seriously, Dannie, does meeting Mr Right and breeding with him mean that women can’t think or talk of anything else from that moment on?’

Dannie wasn’t offended, she just laughed and changed the subject. ‘What did you think of The Daily Terror’s report on the Black Lives Matter Movement last Saturday, Alice? I’ve been waiting all week to hear your opinion.’

Dannie was the least wife-and-mother-like married woman I knew – partly because she hung out with me so much. She was doing a media degree part-time at uni, so we had common interests still. Dannie recently wrote a paper about the death of Queen Elizabeth and she had bit of a rant about it now:

‘We can’t get any recognition or accountability for Black Deaths in Custody. We can’t get a public holiday for a Day of Mourning, but we can get a public holiday when the colonising Queen dies AND parliament also stops for 15 days of mourning? Please, could the government be any more offensive, or insensitive?’ Dannie was a staunch republican. I loved her even more for that.

She hadn’t been sucked into any void of wifedom and motherdom; she was on top of the rest of life’s responsibilities as well. The other women at the table could have learned a lot from Dannie.

After we’d finished our entrees, we moved on again. Vicky was across from me now. She was considered to be promiscuous back when we were at school, because she spent so much time up the Bronte gully with boys from the surf club. The gully was far behind her, though: she had gone on to become a highly paid lawyer with one perfect child and a second husband who was a well-known QC. She specialised in corporate law and didn’t do any pro bono work at all. (I asked.) She couldn’t really afford to, she told me, with childcare fees and a huge mortgage on their Point Piper home.

‘There’s such a limited number of childcare places in this state that some of us have to pay double just to find someone to mind the kids.’ Vicky made it sound as though raising her own child was an imposition. It was an attitude that always made me angry.

I’d been waiting weeks to have this conversation, after listening to whining mothers on talkback radio and I launched straight in. ‘I don’t understand women complaining about the government not providing enough day care centres.’

‘Women have to work too.’ Vicky sipped her wine. ‘Have to or want to? You wouldn’t have to work if you lived somewhere other than Point Piper, surely.’ There was no way she was getting away with not admitting it was her lifestyle that meant she had to work.

‘We’re part of society – why shouldn’t we be out there in it every day?’

In my mind, there was a difference between participating in society and dumping your kids with a stranger so you could make money.

‘If you choose to bring a child into the world, you should be responsible for raising it. Feeding it, playing with it, looking after it until the child goes to school.’

‘What’s your real problem with working mothers, Alice?’ Vicky asked. It sounded like a challenge, as if the issue was really about me, and not about working mothers.

‘I don’t have a problem with mothers working. I just don’t understand how parents can admit publicly that they’re pissed off they can’t find a stranger to raise their children for $100 a day. Aren’t kids supposed to be your most prized possessions? Or are some things more important than children? I wouldn’t be off-loading my little one to some stranger to raise, just because I wanted a big house in an expensive suburb.’

‘Ah, but you’re single and childless, Alice, it’s different for you.’

‘That’s right – it should be different for me! I am single and childless, so I can work long hours without it affecting anyone else. I can be – what would you call it? Selfish?’ I was getting hot, my face felt flushed.

Vicky remained cool. She wasn’t buying into the argument. Her kid was probably in some private centre that cost a fortune anyway. Vicky would’ve had a cleaner and probably a cook, dog-walker, social director and third husband on the way. She clearly had more than me – even though as a single woman I was socially permitted to be selfish.

We’d reached a stalemate – but our time was up.

Neither of us bothered with a polite smile; I just stood up and moved one seat to the left again.

I persevered with the reunion chatter for quite some time, fighting hard to find new adjectives to describe each family portrait and baby photo I was forced to look at over the course of the next hour. I tried to expect the unexpected, as Aria had advised, hoping that among all these women, there might be a Toni-Morrison-reading, Koori-Radio-listening, Villawood-visiting mother who perhaps sent her kids to a Steiner school or something, and taught ESL to refugees once a week. Anything was possible, wasn’t it? I mean, that’s the mother I knew I’d be.

Eventually I found myself opposite Ronelle. She was the one person I’d been looking forward to speaking with. Teased for being overweight at school, she was now the most glamorous woman at the table. Softly spoken and relaxed, she told me she had three kids, but didn’t mention stretch marks or lack of sleep or sore nipples or the need for more day care centres. Instead, she talked about her life as a yoga instructor – she’d been to India, done a course, changed her name to something like ‘Swami’ (I’d forgotten it five minutes later). It was all going well until she asked if I’d like to attend one of her classes ‘even though they are for new mums’.

‘You might still get something out of it,’ Ronelle said with one eyebrow raised. ‘Your bust would look better if you sat straighter, and yoga is fabulous for posture. You’d learn to relax at the same time, too.’ So she thought that I needed yoga – that I had a drooping bust line and that I was uptight? My bust was fine, and I wasn’t uptight, just annoyed at the lack of interesting conversation so far that evening. I didn’t need yoga – I just didn’t need to be at the reunion.

‘I have too short a concentration span to make yoga work for me, Ronelle, but thanks,’ I said, and moved on even though our time wasn’t up, demonstrating that what I said was true.

After making a monumental effort to adhere to the rotational rule, having spoken to almost everyone, I took a break, leaning back in my chair. The metal was cold on my skin. I looked around the pub. Jack’s had been gentrified, like all the pubs in the eastern suburbs had been in the past decade. Dark wood tables and comfy cushioned lounges had been replaced by streamlined chrome tables and chairs. The antique-looking carpet you still find in old people’s houses had been replaced with ceramic tiles. The pokie room was now a dimly lit cocktail bar.

The space wasn’t as warm as it had been when we were young, and while the pub’s owners had changed its name, and spent millions updating the interiors, they hadn’t really managed to change their clientele. I scanned the room and saw some of the same private-school rugby players who’d been drinking there a decade before. They didn’t seem as attractive now. Funny that, everyone’s a ten when they’re young.

That thought brought me back to our group. There had been more of us back then, when we were teenagers. I looked around and counted heads: we were a table of thirty. Why had only fifteen showed up? Probably because the others were single and out having a raging time meeting gorgeous men, not worrying about their pelvic floors.

Then I noticed it: each and every woman in the group wore an engagement and/or wedding ring. That’s why I was on the outer. That’s why I didn’t fit in. It was a clear case of ‘Us’ and ‘Them’. I couldn’t even pull the race card this time; it wasn’t about being Black and white. It wasn’t about being rich or poor, as it had been at school. Rather, at twenty-eight it was about the haves and the have-nots. I was definitely a have-not. No wedding ring – not even an engagement ring. No husband. No kids. Not even a date lined up any time in the near future. I had nothing to contribute to this Mothers’ Club meeting. No-one was the slightest bit interested in what I did for a living, what I drove (unless it was the latest station-wagon or oversized four-wheel drive with airbags to protect the kids), or where I lived (unless it was near a good day care centre).

Debra, who had once crushed biscuits in my hair at the school bus stop, arrived late. She hadn’t changed a bit. Thin frame, thick hair, bushy black eyebrows, and a sense of self that had always put me on edge. Where did she get that confidence? I knew straight away she’d be married with children. I really didn’t care if I spoke to her or not, but she planted herself opposite me just as the main course was being served, everyone else quickly moving to ensure there wasn’t a spare seat across from them. Debra was known as the mean girl at school, but no-one was ever brave enough to challenge her. Dannie had told me that no-one really wanted her to come. I’d had five gins and two glasses of wine by this time, though, so I was ready for whatever she dished out. Biscuits or otherwise.

‘So, how many children do you have, Alice?’ Debra had four.

‘None. But here’s a photo of my brothers.’ Did it sound as weird as I thought it did? Probably. I quickly put my phone away and didn’t show anybody else the photo that night. Some may have thought it was sad, but my brothers and my dad had always been the most important men in my life. At least I could rely on them to be there for me.

‘But you’re obviously involved with someone special, though,’ Debra said, looking at my hands.

‘No. I bought this ring as a present for myself.’ I was proud of my ability to teach, and that I made a good enough living to take myself shopping at Tiffany’s. If I were ever to get a wedding ring or even just an engagement ring, it would have to come in a pale blue box. Not some chain-store faux suede one.

‘That’s funny. I thought Aboriginal women had children young – married or not. We all thought at school you’d be the first to have children.’ Bitch! Had they all really thought that?

Debra was wrong about me being the first pregnant, but she was right about Koori women and kids generally. Fact was, most of the Koori women I knew had squeezed their kids out in their early twenties, some even before that, and none of them had blokes around now. Some of them had never had a bloke around at all. Many of the young girls I knew now were still doing it. It was a hard thing for me to understand, coming from a two-parent family and a Catholic background. We’d always been taught no sex before marriage and no kids out of wedlock. Even as times changed, the morals of the Church were upheld, at least in the Aigner house. Christian values worked for me in a very general sense – do unto others and so on – but I’d had to work out my own beliefs when I left school and started to live the life I thought best for me and the world. I tried to live by the Aboriginal value systems of the past – community benefits over individual gain, cooperation over competition, responsibility over rights.

Debra was still staring at me.

‘Some do have children young, Debra, and so do many young white women in a certain demographic.’ She looked at me, unbelieving. I was struggling; she’d dealt me a low blow and I didn’t really know how to recover.

‘As for me, I’ve got plenty of love around me. And plenty of work to do. I’m not looking to fill any gaps yet,’ I said, getting to my feet, loud enough for some of the other women to look at me and then Debra, wondering what had sparked the clear disagreement. Debra looked at me with contempt. She was ticked off, but I didn’t care.

I already had my mother nagging me about breeding and maintaining the race. (‘Wouldn’t it be lovely to have a little brown Koori kid around the house?’) All the other women in her ceramics class had photos of their grandchildren. (‘I just need one photo in my phone, Alice.’) She said she was the only Koori woman without grandkids. (‘It’s our job as the matriarchs to have families, Alice.’) Now whitefellas I didn’t even like were on my case about it too.

Dessert was being served and I moved four seats away, so I could sit alone. Half the table, the ‘responsible homemakers and mothers’, were outside, irresponsibly sucking on cigarettes or vaping. Yeah, get lung cancer and who’ll look after your man and kids then? Dannie was happily engrossed in conversation with two other women and looking like she was having a great time.

I repeated my mantra, I love being single!, over and over.



By ten pm, I love being single! had become I hate school reunions. The more I drank the more difficult it became.

‘Here’s one of Lulu as a princess and Davey as an elf – aren’t they cute?’ Another phone screen was shoved in my face.

I looked around the table at all the women, now totally sloshed. It was their one big night out and they were going to make the most of being kid-and husband-free for a night. It was funny that I’d been at all worried about what to wear to the reunion. My ‘competition’ hadn’t worried at all. They might have been happy with husbands and children and shared mortgages, family holidays and family rooms, but they also bore a few more worry lines than I did, and more greys on the temples, but then I knew my spare cash went on addressing those things, not school excursions and the like. These minor details at least brought me momentary comfort. It always bothered me to see women in bicycle shorts, t-shirts and thongs out shopping, though I realised that mothers had more important things to worry about than coordinating outfits. It was okay to look sporty or beachy, I thought, but not both at the same time, and regardless of priorities and income, COVID had made it acceptable to wear activewear everywhere, but I still would never leave the house without a bra and lipstick. It was like going to work without cleaning your teeth.

‘You haven’t changed at all, Alice.’ At last some positive recognition! It was Leonie. We had been good friends in Year 8 but then drifted apart. I faked a modest smile.

‘Thanks, it’s the eye cream and derma peels,’ I said, trying desperately to make my existence as a single woman with a disposable income sound a little less pathetic and perhaps even indulgent. If I could make my life sound like an attractive option to just one of these women I would be happy.

‘You never got that chipped tooth fixed, did you?’

I gasped. My god, she wasn’t complimenting me at all.

‘Not that you needed to. It’s like a signature look for you.’ I rarely even thought about the tiny chip on my front tooth. It had happened in year 2. I was laughing so hard I hit my mouth on a chair. I usually have to point it out to people, it’s so not there. I was so pissed off that I felt like chipping her tooth, the married, mortgaged, motherly bitch!

Dannie could see I was distressed, having difficulty just being there, let alone having a good time. She handed me a glass of water.

‘Why did you come?’ she whispered sympathetically.

‘You dragged me here, remember? You didn’t want to come on your own.’

‘Oh, come on, Alice. You’ve never done anything you didn’t want to in your life. You can’t blame me. Why did you really come?’

‘Because if I didn’t, people would’ve talked about me.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ She was right. They wouldn’t have talked about me. They hadn’t been talking about anyone else. They were lovely women, and genuinely keen to catch up and share baby photos and birthing tales, because that’s what normal women our age did.

‘I’m not normal!’ I said.

Suddenly I wanted my own special moments to share: the moment when I ‘just knew’. When I’d met ‘the one’. The wonderful roller-coaster ride from wedding planning to broken waters.

I felt a growing desire to fit in with this group, this new community I’d never been part of. I was part of the Koori community, my local community in Coogee, and the school community (as a teacher, of course, not a parent) – but I’d never been a member of the ‘married with children community’. Now I wanted in.

I wanted more than that, though. I wanted to prove it was possible to maintain your identity and keep up to date with current affairs even while changing nappies and doing canteen. I knew I could manage it. I wouldn’t be like them. I was up to the challenge.

A man, marriage, career, kids and happiness: I could have it all, I decided. I would have it all.

‘I’m going to get married,’ I blurted.

Dannie shook her head. ‘Listen, you’re just pissed, Alice. You love being single. You’re always big-noting about how good you’ve got it. A husband and kids? That’s not for you.’

She didn’t understand my resolve: I was already excited about the new path my life was going to take – until I was momentarily side-tracked by another conversation about pregnancy.

‘I just loved the feeling of Sky and Fern as babies inside me,’ someone said, and another round of discussion began, not about the appalling choice of names (there’s a conversation I could’ve participated in), but about what it felt like to have a parasite moving inside you. Shouldn’t those kinds of things be kept private? Did these women have no sense of decorum? Obviously not. I tried to imagine what they were describing, but the only thing moving in my gut was the baby octopus I’d had for dinner, and if my waters were to break now they’d have a very high alcohol content.

I started to feel sick. It wasn’t just the conversation: the G&Ts weren’t mixing well with the huge slice of tiramisu I’d eaten for dessert. I got up to go to the loo. Dannie jumped up too and raced towards the door, pushing past me on the way.

‘I’m busting. Haven’t had a chance to escape all night,’ she said. Did that mean she was over it as well?

As we both sat in adjacent cubicles, I reminisced a little about the nights we used to spend as teenagers with fake IDs, hiding in the toilets until the police raid was over outside. I recognised the old tiles and wooden doors and wondered why the ladies were the only part of the pub that hadn’t been brought into the twenty-first century.

‘There’s no paper,’ Dannie said, sticking her hand under the dividing wall.

‘Want to leave?’ I asked as I passed her some paper.

‘Why? It’s only early.’ Of course, this was a big night out for Dannie too; her husband George was minding the kids for the first time in months.

‘Because this is soooooo painful. I don’t fit in. I’m not even a bloody peg, regardless of shape. I want to go home.’ I actually wanted to do a thorough post-mortem of the evening and decide once and for all – by morning, if that were at all possible – whether I wanted a man and a kid or not.

‘We need to speak to everyone at least briefly.’ Dannie was happy to leave with me early, but she would never be impolite, not even for her mate. We both stood at the sink washing our hands.

‘I haven’t spoken to Karly yet,’ I said. ‘At least she might be good for a laugh.’ I was trying to be positive, as Dannie hadn’t bitched about anyone all night.

‘I haven’t spoken to her either – why don’t we do it together? That way it will be only half as painful for you.’ Dannie was trying to point out how unreasonable I was being, but I just said ‘Ha! Ha!’ and pushed her out the toilet door.

Dannie took a seat on Karly’s left and I sat opposite them. Karly had always seemed as if she was away with the pixies in class. Since school she’d been to East Timor, set up a communication network, met a missionary, and adopted three kids.

‘So you’re a full-time mother, then?’ Dannie was more interested than I was in the motherhood side of things. I wanted to hear about the ‘missionary work’ and saving souls.

‘Yes. These children need all the love they can get. Poor things, it’s very hard raising them outside of their own culture and society.’ Karly had that martyr sparkle in her eye. I saw it. Dannie saw me see it. I saw Dannie start to move.

‘Well then why are you doing it?’ I asked Karly aggressively. Dannie stood up and grabbed her things.

‘I thought I might call Bianca and let her know what a great time we’re having. Maybe I can persuade her to come down. Why don’t you come with me and say hello, Alice?’ It was an escape plan; we could finally leave. I didn’t care about Crusading Karly if it meant I could get out of there.

‘Great idea. I’m sure she’s wishing she were here,’ I said, holding up my hand and mouthing a lie at Karly: ‘Five minutes!’

Dannie and I linked arms and giggled as we headed towards the door.






2 Strategic planning


Once outside, Dannie called home to check on her kids, and I called our friends Peta and Liza. ‘I’m getting married!’ I explained, and told them to meet us at my place immediately – I needed their help. They were a little worried, they both admitted later, so they agreed to meet me at mine in half an hour.

Dannie was sober enough to enjoy the opportunity to drive my sporty red VW to my place. She’d sold her Land Rover when she moved to Paddington; the street was simply too small for it.

Within the hour, the four of us were sitting around my lounge room. The globe had blown, and I hadn’t replaced it, so I lit some candles. Dannie and Liza sat on the retro red sofa they had all helped me choose, and Peta and I sat on cushions on the wooden floor. It was a balmy night, so we opened the windows and venetian blinds wide to allow as much breeze in as possible. Just being home, I felt more secure in myself; I was in my own space, with my friends; two of them were happily single, childless women. In their company, I was normal, one of the majority.

‘So how was the reunion?’ Liza asked.

‘It felt like all married women can talk about is honeymoons, anniversaries, pregnancies, Lamaze classes, sore nipples, breast milk, stretch marks, school fees, nits, mortgage repayments—’ I took a breath, ‘Apparently, all the important things in life. Important to whom, I ask you?’

‘Important to those women, Alice. Don’t be so bloody harsh – or are you jealous?’ Dannie was defensive. I was being harsh and, truth be told, I was perhaps a little jealous, but even though I admitted quietly to myself that all the women at the reunion were happy, and none of them looked like they’d trade their lives for quids, I would never let my insecurities be known publicly. Not Alice Aigner.

‘Jealous, hah! I love my life. I could build on it, of course. In fact, I’ll get myself a man, and breed, and show that it’s possible to maintain a marriage, motherhood, and a mind of my own. Yep, I’ll have it all by the time I’m thirty. I’ll marry the most gorgeous man on the planet, have a HUGE wedding, so big it’ll end up not only in the social pages of the Koori Mail but in the daily papers, too. You girls will be there, of course: Liza, the wedding coordinator; Peta, the producer; and Dannie, the matron of honour.’

‘Why can’t I be matron of honour?’ Peta jokingly whined to Dannie.

‘You’re not married, and if you were, you’d be matron of dishonour,’ Dannie said with a smile. Peta and Dannie occasionally sniped at each other, because they were so different – Peta out partying every night, Dannie relishing reading to her kids before tucking them into bed – but their exchanges were nearly always in good humour.

‘Can I finish?’ I felt we were losing focus. ‘The difference is I won’t be limited to conversations about cradle crap, booster shits or nappy thrush.’ The girls keeled over laughing, but I had no idea why.

‘Cradle cap,’ Dannie chuckled.

‘Booster shots,’ Liza added.

‘And it’s nappy rash, Alice. Even I know that.’ Peta rolled her eyes.

‘Whatever! So now there’s a whole language I need to learn as well. I can do that. I’m a bloody history teacher. I could learn the whole history of birthing techniques and baby things if I really wanted to. But I don’t.’

Liza and Peta smirked at my outburst, but I think Dannie was a little bothered about how I pictured her as a mother. She frowned out the window into the black night, elbow resting on the arm of the lounge, her chin cupped in her palm. I wasn’t talking about her at all – she had to understand that.

‘Dannie, you know I don’t think of you as really married or really motherly at all, don’t you?’

‘I don’t think of you as really Aboriginal either.’

It was the first real laugh I’d had all night. Dannie wasn’t just our voice of reason; she often provided the comedy for the group, too.

‘So, you’re going to be married by your thirtieth, are you, love?’ Liza was good at getting things back on track.

‘That’s right. I’ve got two years. I want what all those other women have, like Dannie. I can do it, I know I can.’

‘Do what? Learn how to function without sleep?’ Dannie was always pragmatic.

‘No, I like my eight hours’ sleep per night.’

‘So, you want to be able to read only when you go to the toilet, and even then have someone banging on the door calling out Muuuuum – your only name?’

‘No, I like to be left in peace on the loo, and to read at night in bed – and on the beach too.’

‘Ah, the beach. Well, be prepared to spend hours packing bags with towels, buckets, spades, cordial, sandwiches, tiny packets of chips, spare clothes and sunscreen. And don’t think for a minute you’ll ever be able to lie down and read anything, because you’ll have to be watching the kids the whole time.’

‘Okay, so forget the kids and reading for now, what about Mr Right? You have him. Tell me about how wonderful that is – having a gorgeous man who has vowed to adore you forever – your own Mr Right!’

‘I have Mr All-Right. When the kids come along, it all changes between you and your man, Alice. There’s hardly any more romance. George and I don’t even kiss properly anymore unless we’re having sex.’

‘But there you have it! You have sex! On tap! Right?’

‘We fall into bed every night exhausted, look at each other and smile, then agree to wait until we have more energy – which of course we rarely have.’

Personally, I thought having sex with a bloke called George would be difficult at any time, but I pursued my line of questioning.

‘What about the mansion? The freshly cut lawns? The young, built husband washing the car on Sunday morning, your kids riding bikes and getting good school reports, the dog you take for walks?’

‘The so-called mansion takes hours to clean and keep tidy because the kids leave everything, including their bikes, everywhere. Jeremy looks like he’ll have to repeat kindergarten – kindergarten! Sarah’s one of the school bullies, so naturally I’m proud of her. We pay a fortune for a gardener who is so old I’d rather he didn’t take his shirt off. George’s sixpack has turned into a slab. The car is always dirty because George won’t use a bucket to wash it and is too tight to pay to get it cleaned, and the fucken dog is a Siberian husky and should be in Siberia. It moults fur all over the place and eats more than me and the kids put together.’ Dannie stopped and took a long sip on her drink. ‘Sorry for swearing.’ There was sweat on her forehead.

‘Okay, okay, I get it. It’s not all rosy, but I want some of it. I’ll trade the kids off for a trip to Venice or Paris or anywhere each year. At least say you’ll help me find a bloke. Based on what you’ve told me, without the kids we’ll at least have the energy for sex.’

Liza jumped in. ‘What you need is a strategy.’ She pulled out a steno pad from her bag. Her preparedness comes from being a lawyer, always making case notes. Liza works for the Aboriginal Legal Service in the city. She’s white like Dannie, but with Italian heritage. I call them my token white friends; I reckon everyone should have at least one or two. It’s politically correct.

Liza and I met at a justice forum about eight years ago and have been tight ever since. Liza’s really smart, she always has her head in a book, and it’s always non-fiction. She has a real thirst for learning. I like her because she’s genuine. Her work at the ALS isn’t some patronising attempt to help Blackfellas, and it’s not about making herself feel warm and fuzzy about being in the cause either. Some might see it as her bit for reconciliation, but Liza has a holistic approach. Her philosophy is that helping anyone in any way makes the world generally a better place to live. I love that about her. Also, I think she enjoys pissing her parents off. They’re well-known solicitors. They wanted her to join the family firm, and hate that she works at the ALS for next to nothing. She does heaps of pro bono work as well, which her parents simply don’t understand. They didn’t support her attending the Black Lives Matter protests following George Floyd’s death, and she didn’t speak to them for months afterwards. She is so passionate about social justice that she has culled almost everyone from her life who doesn’t think like she does. She can be extreme, but that’s what I like about her.

Once we were in a restaurant when another member of our group – a friend of a friend – kept putting on a racist Indian accent. Liza was furious; she threw money into the middle of the table and stormed out, shouting, ‘I only want to surround myself with people who think like I do!’ She was accused of being narrow-minded, but I agreed totally with her, and followed her out. That was when we became close.

Peta, Dannie and I watched Liza tear off pages from her notepad and lay them on the table. Then she pulled pens from her bag. I imagine this is what she does as part of preparing for a case, but I can’t be sure, because I’ve never really seen her in action. Unlike most of my girlfriends, Liza is all for confidentiality. If she learns something at work that she thinks I really should be on top of or might just be interested in knowing, she’ll tell me, ‘What I’m hearing out there is…’ or ‘The word on the street is…’, but she never gives away anything she shouldn’t. She’s a good confidant, which is why I felt safe pouring out all my business in her presence. I knew she’d take it to the grave. She better.

‘Okay, so let’s be clear about your goal first.’ Liza was methodical, too. ‘What exactly is it?’

‘Haven’t you been listening? I want to meet Mr Right and get married and I want to have a HUGE, all-star-cast, social-event-of-the-year wedding!’

‘Okay, Muriel, good. Is there a timeframe?’

‘Hey, I’m no Muriel. I’m not constantly fantasising about getting married.’ (I had of course fantasised, but not constantly, and I hadn’t been trying on dresses – there was a difference. And I was reminded to re-watch the old Aussie classic Muriel’s Wedding.)

Peta coughed and laughed. ‘Bullshit.’

‘Can we focus, please? Is there a timeframe, Alice?’ Liza asked again.

‘By my thirtieth birthday!’ Had she been hearing me at all? But Liza was just in lawyer mode, double-checking the facts.

‘Right, that gives us just under two years. Now, how would you define Mr Right, Alice?’ Liza was talking to me as though I was a client and she was questioning me on the stand. I didn’t mind, though, because it was all helpful.

‘You want a definition?’

‘Well, in order to know who Mr Right is when you meet him, you should have some idea of what you’re looking for.’ Liza was so, so organised. ‘You talk and I’ll scribe. Let’s start with the most obvious of your requirements. What must he be or have?’

‘He must be single, straight and wanting to be in a relationship. Not like Gus, who was already in a relationship, or bi-Max, who was just discovering his sexuality at the age of twenty-five, or Richard, who preferred watching football to having sex.’ At least my past lovers had taught me something.

‘Did Richard really choose the game over you?’ Peta was astonished. She’d known him from around the traps as well.

‘Sure thing. I asked him straight out if he’d rather go to the football or spend the afternoon making love, and his response was…’

The girls waited anxiously for the answer.

‘Depends on which code!’

‘What!’ they all screamed. I was sure my neighbours could hear us.

‘Okay, so what else? Let’s keep it moving, Alice.’ Liza sat with pen poised.

‘He must be good to his mother and like children – because clearly they’re all going to be around at some point.’

‘And because there’s a good chance that you won’t like his mum or the kids.’ Dannie was on a comedy roll.

I kept adding to the list. ‘I want him to love his job. Scott used to complain all the time about his work, I couldn’t stand it. He acted like he had no control over his own happiness there. He was such a bloody victim.’

Liza was writing furiously.

‘I want a man who is only addicted to me.’

‘Your problem, Alice, is that it’s always just about you,’ Dannie said. She turned and looked directly at me. ‘No addictions? None at all? Who are you going to date, a bloody priest? Can he drink coffee?’

‘Coffee, yes; beer for breakfast like JC, not on your life. One alcoholic in my life is one too many. Now fill me up!’ I held out my glass for another drink. Peta did the honours and we all laughed.

‘I want him to think I’m the most gorgeous woman on the planet.’ The others nodded in agreement: it was a fair request for any girl to make.

‘And I don’t want him to adore me because I’m Black. I don’t want to be someone’s “exotic other”. Do you know how David used to introduce me?’

‘How?’ they asked in chorus.

‘This is Alice, she’s Wiradyuri.’

‘What?’

‘I know, I know, and he’d say it to whitefellas, like I was some freak. He didn’t understand it was different when I said it, to place myself. That he didn’t need to do it at dinner parties.’
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